G-IV-B-133 ca. 1900
Austin Tasker House

Private

Deer Park

The Austin Tasker House is a one and one-half story, gable-roofed dwelling
with a three-bay, center-door facade. The house rests on a poured concrete
foundation and is covered by asphalt roll siding.
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DESCRIBE THE PRESENT AND ORIGINAL (IF KNOWN) PHYSICAL APPEARANCE

The Austin Tasker House is located on the west side of Deer Park
Hotel Road, about one mile south of the Deer Park Hotel area. The house
is placed near the road and is backed by trees.

The house is a one and one-half story gable-roofed dwelling with a
three-bay, center—-door facade. The facade points southeast and is covered
by a one-story, shed-roofed porch. The northwest elevation is covered by
a one-story, shed-roofed addition.

The house rests on a poured concrete foundation and is covered by
asphalt roll siding. The windows are two over two and four over four
sash and have plain board surrounds. The roof is covered with tar paper.

The house has no visible chimneys. The facade porch roof is covered

with tar paper which is supported by square posts. The interior arrangement
of the house is unknown.
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1900

BUILDER/ARCHITECT unknown

STATEMENT OF SIGNIFICANCE

This house is an example of a common western Maryland type.
Houses of this general configuration, a rectangular main block
measuring three bays across the facade, were constructed in
Garrett County from the late nineteenth through the early twentieth

centuries.

The previous occupant, Austin Tasker, was the unfortunate
subject of an article in the Washington Post of January 9, 1981,

after he died of cold in this house,
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By Eugene L. Meyer :+ '~
Washinglon Post Staff Writer ~ ' -
DEER PARK, Md., Jan. 8 —
In the mountains of far western
Maryland, winter is a time of ex-
tremes. The people prepare for-it
and live with it, but sometimes,
‘because of carelessness or bad
luck, they die fromit.
Last weekend, when tempera-
tures dropped to 10 below and
the ‘winds whipped over the

snowscape, Austin Urban Tasker -

froze to death in his drafty ram-
shackle house, a half-empty bot-

‘tle of whisky tucked between his

legs and a tub of unused coal sit-

ting behind his stove. .-

The 70-year-old former miner,
farmer, moonshiner and drifter is

‘believed to be Maryland’s first

weather fatality this year. He
died in Garrett County, the cold-
est, highest and least densely
populated area in the state, a
starkly beautiful county that
right now resembles a Currier
and Ives print with four-wheel-

‘on top.

‘wind gusts of up to 25 miles an

* saw only rarely, but four drinking

Assoclated Press photos ’

" R ) Fa 4 R
Austin Tasker, shown in undated pho-
to, died in his house in Garrett County.

drive jeeps and snowmobiles in
place of horses and carriages.

‘The bucolic scene, however, is
deceptive. Survival in the country
is not always easy. )

‘had wanted interment at Arling-

- he was buried in a plain, cloth-

ik, sy o - A

.“Yes, sir, she’s a rough life out
here,” said Paul Sharpless, 28, a
friend of Tasker who found his
lifeless body Sunday hight next
to the coal stove whose fires had
burned out, a pot of frozen water

-

Today, the day after’ several

inches of fresh snow fell' and

hour caused drifts to “gile up,
“Audie” Tasker’s few friends and
relatives who still cared pondered
his life and mourned his death.
He had five children he hadn’t
seen in years and four sisters he

companions did their best to care
for him. An Army veteran, he

ton National Cemetery. Instead,

covered wooden casket — “not a
welfare casket, by any means”
the funeral director said, but far
from a top of the 1im‘s.W '

See WINTER, B3, Col5
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Friday, January 9, 1981
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‘A Lonely Mountain Death

WINTER, From B1 - “
The mourners wanted to be-
lieve that the cause of death was

a heart attack. The medical exam-

iner’s verdict — death by hypo-

thermia, where the body tempera-
ture drops so low a person cannot
live — was harder to accept.

"4 “Freezing to death,” said Paul
Sharpless. “That’'s the bad part
about it.” I

The alcohol, which makes a per-
son feel deceptively warm and com-
fortable, had numbed his mind as
well as his body. The biggest mys-
tery, however, was not the cause of
death but what had become of the
more than $200 in bills, from fresh-
ly cashed government checks, he
had with him on Saturday. ;

The rented red-shingled house on
Old Hotel Road offered no clues. It
was, as usual, a shambles, with
empty whisky and beer bottles
scattered about and dishes piled
high in the sink.

+ His eyeglasses were on the floor
of the front room where he mostly
lived, and died. There were a
black-and-white television and a
single overhead light bulb. In the
drawer of a small end table were a

- deck of cards, some envelopes and
a few nails. ;

“He joked about dying,” said his
other friend, Ron Tasker, 31, a
miner who had left him on Satur-

‘day with a warm coal fire and a
half gallon of whisky, two quarts of
buttermilk and six coconut candy
bars. “Before Thanksgiving or
Christmas, he would say, ‘I’ll never
see another turkey day,” said
Tasker, who believes he may have
been related but isn’t sure.

In fact, the old man had almost
died a year ago when a house he
had rented from Sharpléss burned
down. He had been rescued. from
the blaze in an alcoholic stupor.
Considering  his drinking, his
friends said, it is a wonder he lived
as long as he did.

He spent little on groceries and,
said Sharpless, “if nobody fixed
food for him, he wouldn’t eat.” Five
feet, six inches tall, he weighed a
mere hundred pounds when he.

_— ‘ I
died. He lived without a telephoi‘;lq
or indoor plumbing. Water carhe

from a spring when someone
brought it to him. - LI
.Mostly, he just drank. Even

when he went to the hospital for
cataracts, they gave him beer to get
fluids into him. : -

He had grown up on a hundred-
acre farm near here. There was no
tractor, only horses and hand
plows, and his schooling ended in

fourth grade. :

His steadiest employment — it
lasted eight years, he told friends
.— was as a moonshiner for a noto-
rious local distributor.

When Repeal put a crinihp‘,’in

~moonshining, Austin Tasker joined:

ithe Army in 1933. He was sta-
:tioned in Hawaii for a while, then
left the service in 1937. =
‘Back in Garrett County, he,
mined coal, married and divorced
.and remarried, to a woman 22
‘years his junior. She left him in
1956, taking the children with her.
‘He never knew his six grandchil-
dren.
Tasker worked for a time in a

glass factory and also in a copper:. -

salvage yard, both in Pennsylavnia.
He lived, too, in Northeast Wash-
:ington and was a carpenter’s helper:
.in Silver Spring and a construction
,worker in St. Mary’s County in:
southern Maryland. In 1972, he re--
turned to Garrett County, where he
joined the ranks of the unemployed
— nearly 20 percent here in winter-
time — and then enjoyed a retire-'
ment of sorts, visited by his drink-
ing buddies. —

Because of severe weather and
his own infirmities, Tasker had not’
been out of his house since the
summer. Ron Tasker kept him sup-
plied with coal. A few weeks ago,
Ron Tasker installed an oil stove in
Austin Tasker’s kitchen and helped
him apply for free fuel under the
county’s emergency assistance pro-;
gram for the needy. ‘

On a small table a few feet from
where he died this week was a let-
ter saying his application had been
accepted. It was dated Dec. 30. De-
livery hadn’t come in time.
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Deer Park, MD

USGS 7.5 minute series
Scale - 1:24,000

1948; photorevised 1974

Site #: G-IV-B-133

Location: Deer Park Hotel Rd., W. side,
approx. .9 mi. S. of Deer Park
Hotel complex

Vicinity of Deer Park
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